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8 From reading theory to testing practice 
Carol Chapelle 
Iowa State University 
Introduction 
This chapter acts as a link between the theoretical concerns laid out in the 
previous section and the computer-adaptive L2 testing issues and practices 
discussed in this part. It defines and situates critical testing concepts used by 
authors in this section-test purpose, inference and construct definition-to 
show potential connections of theory and research in L2 reading to design and 
development of computer-adaptive reading tests. 
In the previous section, William Grabe and Elizabeth Bernhardt raised a 
range of theoretical and research concerns that are relevant for advancing a 
theory of L2 reading, developing pedagogical approaches and laying the 
foundation for computer-adaptive reading tests. Despite the fact that theory 
and research on reading are expected to inform decisions about the design of 
reading tests, as Grabe pointed out, 'the impact of research on reading 
assessment does not seem to have been very prominent' (page 35). In other 
words, as Figure 8.1 illustrates, the link of theory and research on L2 reading 
to design and development of L2 reading tests appears to be missing. In 
Figure 8.1, the arrows should be read as 'informs' or 'influences'. 
150 
Figure 8.1 
The missing link of theory and research on L2 reading to design and 
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G r a b e  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  m i s s i n g  l i n k  b e t w e e n  r e a d i n g  r e s e a r c h  a n d  
a s s e s s m e n t  p r a c t i c e  i s  d u e  a t  l e a s t  i n  p a r t  t o  t h e  p s y c h o m e t r i c  c r i t e r i a  u s e d  t o  
e v a l u a t e  r e a d i n g  t e s t s .  B e c a u s e  r e a d i n g  a s s e s s m e n t  s u c c e e d s  b y  t r a d i t i o n a l  
s t a n d a r d s ,  h e  q u e s t i o n s  t h e  r o l e  t h a t  r e s u l t s  o f  r e a d i n g  r e s e a r c h  c a n  p l a y  i n  
t h e  e v o l u t i o n  o f  r e a d i n g  a s s e s s m e n t .  I f  r e s e a r c h  o n  r e a d i n g  a n d  t e c h n o l o g y  i s  
t o  i m p r o v e  r e a d i n g  a s s e s s m e n t ,  c u r r e n t  m e t h o d s  m u s t  f i r s t  b e  s e e n  b y  s o m e  
c r i t e r i a  t o  b e  l a c k i n g . '  B e r n h a r d t  a l s o  q u e s t i o n s  t h e  u s a b i l i t y  o f  L 2  r e a d i n g  
r e s e a r c h  f o r  p r a c t i c a l  a s s e s s m e n t  c o n c e r n s  b u t  o n  d i f f e r e n t  g r o u n d s .  S h e  
s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t e s t  d e v e l o p e r s  c a n n o t  i g n o r e  p r e s s i n g  n e e d s  f o r  ' u s e f u l ,  
c o n v e n i e n t  a n d  f r i e n d l y '  t e s t s  d e s p i t e  u n r e s o l v e d  t h e o r e t i c a l  i s s u e s  i n  L 2  
r e a d i n g .  
T h e s e  t w o  i m p e d i m e n t s  a g a i n s t  l i n k i n g  t h e o r y  a n d  r e s e a r c h  w i t h  p r a c t i c e  
a r e  s t r e n g t h e n e d  b y  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  i s s u e s  e x p l o r e d  i n  L 2  r e a d i n g  r e s e a r c h  d o  
n o t  a p p e a r  t o  a d d r e s s  d i r e c t l y  t h e  c o n c e r n s  o f  t e s t  c o n s t r u c t i o n .  T h e  
t h e o r e t i c a l  p a p e r s  r a i s e  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  s t a g e s  o f  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  s t r a t e g i e s  f o r  
l e x i c a l  r e c o g n i t i o n  a n d  o t h e r  a r e a s  o f  i n t e r e s t  t o  r e s e a r c h e r s ,  w h e r e a s  t h e  
p a p e r s  i n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  e x e m p l i f y  f a c t o r s  o f  c o n c e r n  t o  t e s t  d e v e l o p e r s  s u c h  a s  
t e s t  u s e ,  p s y c h o m e t r i c  m o d e l s  a n d  s o f t w a r e  f o r  t e s t  d e l i v e r y .  I f  t h e o r y  a n d  
r e s e a r c h  a r e  t o  b e  i n c l u d e d  a m o n g  t h o s e  f a c t o r s ,  t h e  c o n c e p t u a l  g a p  w h i c h  
e x i s t s  b e t w e e n  t h e o r y / r e s e a r c h  a n d  d e s i g n / d e v e l o p m e n t  n e e d s  t o  b e  f i l l e d .  
T h e  p a p e r s  i n  t h e  f i r s t  s e c t i o n  t a k e  t h e  f i r s t  s t e p  t o w a r d  f i l l i n g  t h e  g a p  b y  
i d e n t i f y i n g  w h a t  i s  k n o w n - a n d  n o t  k n o w n - a b o u t  L 2  r e a d i n g .  T h e  f o u r  
p a p e r s  i n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  t a k e  t h e  n e x t  s t e p  b y  a d d r e s s i n g  p r a c t i c a l  i s s u e s  o f  
d e s i g n  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  c o m p u t e r - a d a p t i v e  s e c o n d  l a n g u a g e  t e s t s .  W i t h  
i s s u e s  l a i d  o u t  o n  b o t h  s i d e s ,  w e  c a n  b e g i n  t o  c o n s t r u c t  s o m e  l i n k s .  
T h e  f o c a l  t o p i c  i n  t h e  p a p e r s  i n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  i s  t h e  d e s i g n  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t  
o f  L 2  r e a d i n g  t e s t s  a s  t h e y  a r e  i n f l u e n c e d  b y  a  p a r t i c u l a r  t e s t  p u r p o s e  a n d  b y  
t h e  a v a i l a b l e  r e s o u r c e s ,  a s  s h o w n  i n  F i g u r e  8 . 2 .  T h e  t e s t  p u r p o s e  p l a y s  a n  
i m p o r t a n t  r o l e  i n  j u s t i f y i n g  t h e  c h o i c e s  t h a t  a r e  m a d e  i n  t e s t  d e s i g n .  F o r  
e x a m p l e ,  M i c h a e l  L a u r i e r  e x p l a i n s  h o w  u s e r s '  w i s h e s  f o r  a  s i n g l e  s c o r e  f o r  
m a k i n g  p l a c e m e n t  d e c i s i o n s  i n  F r e n c h  i m m e r s i o n  p r o g r a m s  i n f l u e n c e d  t h e  
d e s i g n  o f  h i s  s c o r i n g  r u b r i c .  D e s i g n  c h o i c e s  a r e  a l s o  i n f l u e n c e d  b y  a v a i l a b l e  
r e s o u r c e s  i n c l u d i n g  c o m p u t e r  h a r d w a r e  a n d  s o f t w a r e ,  t i m e ,  p e r s o n n e l  a n d  
t h e i r  k n o w l e d g e .  I n  L a u r i e r ' s  F r e n c h  p r o j e c t ,  t e s t  d e v e l o p e r s  h a d  b o t h  t h e  
t i m e  a n d  k n o w l e d g e  t o  w r i t e  t h e i r  o w n  s o f t w a r e  r a t h e r  t h a n  r e l y i n g  o n  a  p r e -
p a c k a g e d  t e m p l a t e  s y s t e m .  I n  t h e  H a u s a  l i s t e n i n g  p r o j e c t  t h a t  P a t  D u n k e l  
d e s c r i b e s  t h e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  r e s o u r c e s  f o r  a  t w o - y e a r  p e r i o d  r e s u l t e d  i n  
p a r t i c u l a r  d e c i s i o n s  b e i n g  m a d e  a b o u t  p r o j e c t  g o a l s  i n c l u d i n g  t e s t  d e s i g n .  
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Figure 8.2 
The factors affecting test design and development in computer-









The influences on test design decisions described in these papers 
substantiate Grabe's and Bernhardt's observation about the minimal impact of 
research on assessment. Rather, the primary influences on design and 
development of L2 tests are factors that are 'closer to home' for the test 
developers. However, in the interest of the evolution of CAT for L2 reading, 
it seems critical to connect these practical concerns with theory and research 
in L2 reading. To do so, it is necessary to take a closer look at test purpose. 
Filling the gap through 'test purpose' 
Grabe suggests that research on reading might be used to help design tests that 
could 'provide more accurate information for the purposes of proficiency 
measurement, diagnosis and peiformance skills' (page 36). To take up this 
suggestion, we would need to explore more thoroughly what is entailed by 
each of these specific test purposes. In order to do so, we need clarification on 
what is meant by 'test purpose'. Test purpose can be defined through three 
interrelated concepts: 
1) the uses made of test results; 
2) the inferences made from test performance; and 
3) the intended impacts of the test (Chapelle and Read 1996).2 
The uses made of language test results include investigation of second 
language acquisition (e.g. L2 reading development), evaluation of language 
instruction and decisions about learners in an educational context. All of the 
testing projects described in this section have educational uses. The Russian 
and French tests are intended to help with placement of learners into 
appropriate classes. The Hausa listening test is described as a proficiency test 
which might be used to assess readiness for exit from a program, for example. 
A critical test design decision associated with test use is the method of score 
reporting. Laurier's decision about score reporting provides a good example. 
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8  F r o m  r e a d i n g  t h e o r y  t o  t e s t i n g  p r a c t i c e  
c o r r e s p o n d i n g  t h e  f i v e  p a r t s  o f  t h e  t e s t ,  ' s i n c e  t h e  p l a c e m e n t  d e c i s i o n  u s u a l l y  
c o n s i s t s  i n  p o s i t i o n i n g  t h e  s t u d e n t  o n  a  g e n e r a l  c o m p e t e n c e  c o n t i n u u m ' ,  a  
s i n g l e  s c o r e  i n d i c t i n g  o v e r a l l  a b i l i t y  i s  d e s i r e d  ( p a g e  1 2 6 ) .  T h e  p a r t  s c o r e s  
w e r e  t h e r e f o r e  c o m b i n e d  i n t o  a  s i n g l e  o n e  t o  b e  u s e d  f o r  a  p l a c e m e n t  d e c i s i o n .  
T h e  c a s e s  r e p o r t e d  i n  t h i s  v o l u m e  r e f l e c t  t h e  u s e s  m a d e  o f  o t h e r  L 2  C A T  
p r o j e c t s  t o  d a t e  ( e . g .  K a y a - C a r t o n  e t  a l .  1 9 9 1 ;  M a d s e n  1 9 9 1 ;  B u r s t o n  a n d  
M o n v i l l e - B u r s t o n  1 9 9 6 ;  B r o w n  a n d  ! w a s h i t a  1 9 9 6 ;  Y o u n g  e t  a l .  1 9 9 6 )  
a l t h o u g h  a s  G r a b e  a n d  L a r s o n  p o i n t  o u t ,  o t h e r  u s e s  m i g h t  i n c l u d e  d i a g n o s i s  o f  
p a r t i c u l a r  s t r e n g t h s  a n d  w e a k n e s s e s  i n  r e a d i n g .  
I n f e r e n c e s  r e f e r  t o  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n s  d r a w n  a b o u t  l a n g u a g e  a b i l i t y  o r  
s u b s e q u e n t  l a n g u a g e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  e v i d e n c e  f r o m  t e s t  
p e r f o r m a n c e .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  a n  i n f e r e n c e  i s  m a d e  a b o u t  t e s t  t a k e r s '  ' r e a d i n g  
c o m p r e h e n s i o n '  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  t h e i r  r e s p o n s e s  t o  q u e s t i o n s  o n  a  r e a d i n g  
c o m p r e h e n s i o n  t e s t .  T h e  t e r m  i n f e r e n c e  i s  u s e d  t o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e  t e s t  r e s u l t  
i s  n o t  i t s e l f  t h e  o b j e c t  o f  i n t e r e s t  t o  t e s t  u s e r s .  I n s t e a d ,  t e s t  u s e r s  w a n t  t o  k n o w  
w h a t  a  t e s t  t a k e r  m i g h t  b e  e x p e c t e d  t o  b e  c a p a b l e  o f  i n  n o n - t e s t  s e t t i n g s . '  I n  
m y  v i e w ,  i n f e r e n c e s  a r e  t h e  p i v o t a l  p o i n t  a t  w h i c h  t h e o r y  a n d  r e s e a r c h  o n _  
r e a d i n g  m i g h t  h a v e  a n  i m p a c t  o n  t e s t  d e s i g n ,  a n d  I  w i l l  t h e r e f o r e  e x p a n d  o n  
t h i s  c o n c e p t  i n  t h e  n e x t  s e c t i o n .  
I m p a c t  a s  a  c o m p o n e n t  o f  t e s t  p u r p o s e  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  e f f e c t s  t h a t  t e s t  
d e s i g n e r s  i n t e n d  f o r  t h e  t e s t  t o  h a v e  o n  i n d i v i d u a l s  ( e . g .  s t u d e n t s  a n d  
t e a c h e r s ) ,  l a n g u a g e  c l a s s e s  a n d  p r o g r a m s  a n d  o n  s o c i e t y  ( B a c h m a n  a n d  
P a l m e r  1 9 9 6 ) .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  L a u r i e r  u s e s  i m p a c t  o n  t e s t  t a k e r s  a s  a n  a r g u m e n t  
f o r  t h e  C A T  b y  d e s c r i b i n g  i t  a s  ' a  m o r e  p l e a s a n t  e x p e r i e n c e  f o r  t h e  s t u d e n t '  
b e c a u s e  t h e  a d a p t i v e  a l g o r i t h m  s e l e c t s  i t e m s  a t  a n  a p p r o p r i a t e  l e v e l .  D u n k e l  
( p a g e  9 1 )  i n t r o d u c e s  t h e  l i s t e n i n g  t e s t  i n  H a u s a  a s  a  m e a n s  o f  r e m e d y i n g  t h e  
s o c i a l  p r o b l e m  o f  a  l a c k  o f  e x t e r n a l l y - p r e p a r e d  s t a n d a r d i z e d  t e s t s  f o r  t h e  l e s s -
c o m m o n l y  t a u g h t  l a n g u a g e s .  P a r t  o f  M c N a m a r a ' s  c r i t i c a l  a p p r a i s a l  o f  C A T  i s  
h i s  c o m m e n t  o n  i t s  i m p a c t  o n  t h e  e n t e r p r i s e  o f  l a n g u a g e  t e s t i n g :  ' C A T ' s  v e r y  
e f f i c i e n c y  m a y  a c t  a s  a  c o n s e r v a t i v e  f o r c e  i n  o u r  f i e l d ' .  [ l a n g u a g e  t e s t i n g ]  
( p a g e  1 4 5 ) .  T h e s e  o b s e r v a t i o n s  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  t y p e s  o f  i m p a c t s  t h a t  t e s t  
d e s i g n e r s  m i g h t  c o n s i d e r  i n  c o n s t r u c t i n g  t h e i r  t e s t s  ( e . g .  t h i s  t e s t  i s  i n t e n d e d  
t o  b e  a  p l e a s a n t  e x p e r i e n c e  f o r  s t u d e n t s ) .  
F i g u r e  8 . 3  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h i s  e l a b o r a t e d  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t e s t  p u r p o s e  w h i c h  o n e  
m i g h t  u s e  f o r  a n a l y s i s  o f  a  p a r t i c u l a r  d i a g n o s t i c  t e s t ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  b y  d e t a i l i n g  
t h e  u s e s  t o  b e  m a d e  o f  t e s t  r e s u l t s  ( a n d  t h e r e f o r e  t h e  f o r m  o f  t h e  m o s t  u s e f u l  
r e s u l t s ) ,  t h e  s p e c i f i c  i n f e r e n c e s  t o  b e  m a d e  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  p e r f o r m a n c e  a n d  
t h e  i n t e n d e d  i m p a c t s  o f  t e s t  u s e .  A s  i l l u s t r a t e d  i n  F i g u r e  8 . 3 ,  I  s u g g e s t  t h a t  
t h e o r y  a n d  r e s e a r c h  o n  L 2  r e a d i n g  m i g h t  p l a y  a  r o l e - i n  c o n j u n c t i o n  w i t h  t e s t  
u s e  a n d  i m p a c t s - i n  d e f i n i n g  t h e  i n f e r e n c e s  t o  b e  d r a w n  f r o m  t e s t  
p e r f o r m a n c e .  I n  o r d e r  f o r  t h e o r y  a n d  r e s e a r c h  t o  h e l p  s h a p e  t h e  w a y  t e s t  
i n f e r e n c e s  a r e  d e f i n e d  f o r  a  g i v e n  t e s t ,  i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  b e  m o r e  p r e c i s e  a b o u t  
w h a t  t h i s  t e r m  m e a n s .  
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Figure 8.3 
The potential role for theory and research on L2 reading in design 
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Inferences drawn from test performance 
The term 'inference' is used to denote the fact that the test user does not 
observe directly the object of interest, but instead infers it on the basis of test 
performance. The object of interest is conceived in different ways depending 
on whether one takes an 'ability' or a 'performance' orientation to testing. 
Figure 8.4 illustrates the two different conceptualizations of inferences. 
Ability testing is based on the point of view that performance on a test is the 
result of some underlying capacities, which are also responsible for 
performance in non-test settings. The focal problem in test design is to assess 
accurately the ability of interest rather than other things. Performance testing, 
as Figure 8.4 illustrates, aims to make inferences more 'directly' about 
performance in non-test settings on the basis of test performance. The test 
design problem in performance testing therefore is constructing a test with 
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T h e  c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n  o f  i n f e r e n c e  i n  a b i l i t y  t e s t i n g  v s .  
p e r f o r m a n c e  t e s t i n g  
A b i l i t y  
t e s t i n g  
P e r f o r m a n c e  
t e s t i n g  
T e s t  s e t t i n g  
N o n - t e s t  s e t t i n g  
U n o b s e r v a b l e  a b i l i t y  
( e . g . ,  r e a d i n g  
c o m p r e h e n s i o n )  
)  J \ .  
P e r f o r m a n c e  
o n  a  t e s t  
_ _ _ _ .  
P e r f o r m a n c e  i n  a  
n o n - t e s t  s e t t i n g  
P e r t o r m a n c e  i n  a  
n o n - t e s t  s e t t i n g  
T h e s e  p e r s p e c t i v e s  o n  i n f e r e n c e  a r e  i m p o r t a n t  f o r  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e o r y  a n d  r e s e a r c h  
i n  C A T .  C o m p u t e r - a d a p t i v e  L 2  t e s t s  t e n d  t o  w o r k  w i t h i n  t h e  a b i l i t y  t r a d i t i o n ,  
d e f i n i n g  i n f e r e n c e s  a s  a b i l i t i e s  s u c h  a s  ' r e a d i n g  c o m p r e h e n s i o n '  o r  ' o v e r a l l  
l a n g u a g e  a b i l i t y ' .  T h e o r y  m i g h t  i m p r o v e  a b i l i t y  t e s t i n g  b y  o f f e r i n g  m o r e  p r e c i s e  
d e f i n i t i o n s  a b o u t  w h a t  c o m p r i s e s  ' r e a d i n g  c o m p r e h e n s i o n ' .  T h i s  i s  t h e  a p p r o a c h  
G r a b e  t a k e s  i n  e n u m e r a t i n g  t h e  ' t h e  c o m p o n e n t s  o f  t h e  r e a d i n g  p r o c e s s '  ( e . g .  
w o r d  r e c o g n i t i o n  a n d  p r o p o s i t i o n a l  i n t e g r a t i o n ) .  M c N a m a r a ' s  p a p e r  o f f e r s  a  
c r i t i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  o n  C A T  i n  p a r t  b y  a p p r o a c h i n g  i t  f r o m  a  ' p e r f o r m a n c e '  
p e r s p e c t i v e ,  d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  i n f e r e n c e s  t o  b e  d r a w n  f r o m  t e s t  p e r f o r m a n c e  a s  
' f u t u r e  p e r f o r m a n c e s  i n  a  n o n - t e s t  s e t t i n g ' .  H e  i s  t h e n  a b l e  t o  q u e s t i o n  a s p e c t s  o f  
C A T  d e s i g n  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  t h e i r  l a c k  o f  ' a u t h e n t i c i t y '  r e l a t i v e  t o  r e a d i n g  i n  n o n -
t e s t  s e t t i n g s :  ' I n  t e r m s  o f  a u t h e n t i c i t y ,  c o m p u t e r  a s s i s t e d  r e a d i n g  t a s k s  i n  f a c t  b e s t  
s i m u l a t e  t h e  r e a d i n g  o f  c o m p u t e r  t e x t ,  a  p e r f e c t l y  a u t h e n t i c  s k i l l  i n  i t s  o w n  r i g h t ,  
b u t  n o t j h e  s a m e  s k i l l  a s  r e a d i n g  n o n - c o m p u t e r  t e x t '  ( p a g e  1 3 9 ) .  M c N a m a r a  g i v e s  
a n  a n e c d o t e  t o  s u p p o r t  t h i s  o b s e r v a t i o n ,  b u t  i d e a l l y  r e a d i n g  t h e o r y  m i g h t  i m p r o v e  
t e s t i n g  f r o m  t h e  p e r f o r m a n c e  p e r s p e c t i v e  b y  b e t t e r  d e f i n i n g  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  u n d e r  
w h i c h  s i m i l a r  p e r f o r m a n c e s  c a n  b e  e x p e c t e d .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  o n e  m i g h t  h o p e  f o r  a  
t h e o r e t i c a l  e x p l a n a t i o n  a n d  e m p i r i c a l  r e s e a r c h  r e s u l t s  t h a t  s u b s t a n t i a t e  o r  r e f u t e  
t h e  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  r e a d i n g  f r o m  a  c o m p u t e r  s c r e e n  i s  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  r e a d i n g  f r o m  
a  p r i n t e d  p a g e .  
I n  s h o r t ,  t h e n ,  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e o r y  a n d  r e s e a r c h  o n  r e a d i n g  s h o u l d  b e  t o  e l a b o r a t e  
t h e  i n f e r e n c e  t o  b e  m a d e  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  t e s t  p e r f o r m a n c e - i n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  t o  
d e f i n e  t h e  c o n s t r u c t  t h a t  t h e  t e s t  i s  i n t e n d e d  t o  m e a s u r e .  T h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  i n f e r e n c e  
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in tum influences test design decisions. Given the different types of inferences 
made through the two perspectives on testing, the nature of the construct 
definitions depends on whether the test developer is working within the ability or 
performance perspective. Because computer-adaptive reading tests work within 
the 'ability' tradition, I will focus on construct definition fi:om that perspective. 
Construct definition 
A construct is a meaningful and useful way of interpreting test performance 
(Messick 1981). Table 8.1 shows the constructs, or 'meaningful interpretations', 
that the authors in this section have described for the performances on their 
tests. In each case, the meaningful interpretation is a single trait that the authors 
see as useful in their particular testing contexts. For example, the test users in 
the French immersion programs want to use the measure of 'general ability in 
French' to place students into levels. 
Table 8.1 
Examples of construct definition as the meaningful interpretation 
of observed performance 
Author Observed performance Meaningful interpretation 
Larson Response to reading comprehension items 
representing a variety of general content general reading proficiency in 
areas, concrete vs. abstract vocabulary Russian 
and cultural content 
Dunkel Selection of a segment of text, a graphic or 
a part within a larger graphic to demonstrate 
successful comprehension of four 'listener listening comprehension 
functions': identification/recognition, proficiency in Hausa 
orientation, main idea comprehension 
and detail comprehension 
Laurier Response to items requiring 1) comprehension 
of approximately 30-word paragraphs, 
2) sociolinguistic judgements, 3) filling in a general ability in French 
blank with content and function words, 
4) comprehension of short aural segments, 
self-assessment 
The constructs in these examples illustrate the trait-oriented constructs endemic 
to classic ability testing. Trait constructs, which are defined independently of 
the context of language use, require that test tasks sample across contexts so that 
the ability can be assumed to be a 'general' one.4 Larson's explanation of the 
principle underlying the Russian CAT provides a good example of the influence 
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.  G o v e r n m e n t  a g e n c y  t e s t s  a r e  c o n s t r u c t e d  a n d  a d m i n i s t e r e d  i n  o r d e r  t o  
t e s t  c o n s i s t e n t  a n d  s u s t a i n e d  p e i f o r m a n c e  i n  g e n e r a l  p r o f i c i e n c y .  T h e s e  
g e n e r a l  p r o f i c i e n c y  s k i l l s  a r e  s t r e s s e d  b y  u s i n g  g e n e r a l  l a n g u a g e  
c o n t e x t s  a n d  t o p i c s .  T o  a c c o m p l i s h  t h i s  p u r p o s e ,  t h e  B Y U / L T D  r e a d i n g  
t e s t s  w e r e  i n i t i a l l y  d e s i g n e d  t o  a l l o w  t h r e e  q u e s t i o n s  i n  a  s i n g l e  c o n t e n t  
a r e a ,  t h e n  t h e  c o m p u t e r  w o u l d  b e  i n s t r u c t e d  t o  s e l e c t  i t e m s  f r o m  o t h e r  
c o n t e n t  a r e a s .  ( p a g e  8 6 )  
T h i s  t r a i t  p e r s p e c t i v e  i s  n o t  u n i q u e  t o  l a n g u a g e  t e s t i n g .  I t  i s  a l s o  e v i d e n t  
t h r o u g h o u t  m u c h  o f  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  i n  t i l e  t h e o r y  p a p e r s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  
B e r n h a r d t  i d e n t i f i e s  t w o  t y p e s  o f  o n - l i n e  s y n t a c t i c  p r o c e s s i n g ,  a s s i g n i n g  
c o r r e c t  g r a m m a t i c a l  m e a n i n g  t o  i n f l e c t e d  w o r d s  a n d  g r a m m a t i c a l  f u n c t i o n  t o  
s e n t e n c e  c o n s t i t u e n t s ,  p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h a t  i f  o n e  c a n  p e r f o r m  t l l e s e  s y n t a c t i c  
p r o c e s s e s  e f f i c i e n t l y  d u r i n g  r e a d i n g ,  '  [  w  ] h e t h e r  t h i s  h a p p e n s  w i t h i n  a  f r i e n d l y  
l e t t e r  o r  w i t h i n  a  m a g a z i n e  r e p o r t  i s  i r r e l e v a n t ;  w h e n  i t  h a p p e n s - t h a t  i s  t h e  
~ c r u c i a l  d i m e n s i o n  i n  a s s i g n i n g  p r o f i c i e n c y  l e v e l s . '  ( p a g e  8 ) .  S i m i l a r l y ,  
G r a b e ' s  p a p e r  i d e n t i f i e s  a  n u m b e r  o f  c o m p o n e n t  r e a d i n g  p r o c e s s e s  ( e . g .  w o r d  
r e c o g n i t i o n )  w h i c h  h e  d e f i n e s  i n  a  c o n t e x t - i n d e p e n d e n t  m a n n e r .  G i v e n  s o m e  
c o n s i s t e n c y  o f  p e r s p e c t i v e  b e t w e e n  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n  i n  c u r r e n t  C A T  a n d  
d e f i n i t i o n  o f  r e a d i n g  c o m p o n e n t s  b y  r e s e a r c h e r s ,  i t  s e e m s ,  a t  l e a s t  o n  t h e  
s u r f a c e ,  t h a t  r e s e a r c h  m i g h t  b e  a b l e  t o  c o n t r i b u t e  s u b s t a n t i v e l y  t o  c o n s t r u c t  
d e f i n i t i o n  b y  s u g g e s t i n g  t h e  c o m p o n e n t s  t h a t  c o m p r i s e  t i l e  L 2  r e a d i n g  
p r o c e s s .  
T e n  y e a r s  a g o ,  I  c o u l d  h a v e  s t o p p e d  t l l e r e  i n  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  c o n s t r u c t  
d e f i n i t i o n  f r o m  t i l e  a b i l i t y  p e r s p e c t i v e .  R e c e n t l y ,  h o w e v e r ,  e v e n  w i t h i n  t i l e  
a b i l i t y  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  t e s t  u s e r s  a r e  h o p i n g  t o  m a k e  i n f e r e n c e s  a b o u t  m o r e  
s p e c i f i c a l l y - d e f i n e d  c o n s t r u c t s - c o n s t r u c t s  t h a t  a r e  d e f i n e d  r e l a t i v e  t o  a  
p a r t i c u l a r  c o n t e x t  o f  l a n g u a g e  u s e .  S u c h  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n s  i n c l u d e  b o t h  a  
c o g n i t i v e  s k i l l  o r  c a p a c i t y  a n d  a  d o m a i n  w h e r e  t h e  c a p a c i t y  i s  r e l e v a n t ,  s u c h  a s  
J  ' r e a d i n g  f o r  a c a d e m i c  p u r p o s e s ' .  T h i s  m o r e  c o m p l e x  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n ,  
w h i c h  r e q u i r e s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  b o t h  t i l e  t r a i t  a n d  t h e  c o n t e x t ,  i s  c a l l e d  a n  
' 1 n t e r a c t i o n a l i s t '  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n  ( M e s s i c k  1 9 8 1 ,  1 9 8 9 ;  Z u r o f f  1 9 8 6 ) .  A n  
i n t e r a c t i o n a l i s t  a p p r o a c h  t o  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n  i s  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t l l  c u r r e n t  
v i e w s  i n  a p p l i e d  l i n g u i s t i c s  t l l a t  s u g g e s t  l a n g u a g e  u s e r s  m i g h t  b e  g o o d  a t  u s i n g  
t i l e  t a r g e t  l a n g u a g e  f o r  s o m e  p u r p o s e s  b u t  n o t  f o r  o t l l e r s .
5  
T h i s  a p p r o a c h  a l s o  
e v i d e n c e s  i n f l u e n c e s  f r o m  w o r k  i n  b o t h  p e r f o r m a n c e  t e s t i n g  ( M c N a m a r a  
1 9 9 6 )  a n d  l a n g u a g e  f o r  s p e c i f i c  p u r p o s e s  ( D o u g l a s  f o r t h c o m i n g ) .  I n  o i l i e r  
w o r d s ,  a s  F i g u r e  8 . 5  i l l u s t r a t e s ,  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n a l i s t  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n  h a s  a  
n a r r o w e r  s c o p e  t h a n  t i l e  t r a i t - t y p e  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n s  e x e m p l i f i e d  i n  T a b l e  
8 . 1 .  
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Figure 8.5 









Performance on a test 
I 
Non-test Setting 
Unobservable ability (e.g., 
reading comprehension of [:",; 
particular types of texts for 
particular purposes) 
Performance in a 
non-test setting on 
particular types of texts 
tor particular purposes .,, 
When we look at the evolutionary influence that theory and research on 
reading might have on CAT in the 1990s, it seems necessary to think in terms 
of an interactionalist construct definition. The question is the following: what 
specific contributions can theory and research contribute toward both the 
'trait' and the 'context' side of the interactionalist construct definition to 
improve CAT for L2 reading? 
i 
Towards a role for theory and research 
A construct was defined as a 'meaningful and useful' way of interpreting test 
performance. Presumably, each trait-type construct definition illustrated in 
Table 8.1 holds an important meaning for its respective test use. However, the 
question is whether or not more meanings can be derived from performance 
on CAT reading tests if theory and research are consulted for construct 
definition. I will look at this possibility from the .·perspective of an 
interactionalist construct definition. In other words, I will consider the rolt.i of 
theory and research for both the trait and the context aspects of the construct 
definition. 
Moving away from monolithic trait constructs 
With respect to the trait aspect of the construct definition, a large gap 
obviously exists between the multidimensional, process-oriented components 
Bernhardt and Grabe describe and the monolithic labels that CAT developers 
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H o w e v e r ,  t h e  
p e r f o r m a n c e  
f o r  c o n s t r u c t  
~ctive o f  a n  
l e r  t h e  r o l e  o f  
t h e  c o n s t r u c t  
a  l a r g e  g a p  
I  c o m p o n e n t s  
. T  d e v e l o p e r s  
8  F r o m  r e a d i n g  t h e o r y  t o  t e s t i n g  p r a c t i c e  
u s e  t o  n a m e  t h e  c o n s t r u c t s  t h e i r  t e s t s  a r e  i n t e n d e d  t o  m e a s u r e .  F i g u r e  8 . 6  
i l l u s t r a t e s  a  c o n t i n u u m  o f  p o t e n t i a l  a p p r o a c h e s  t o  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n s  f o r  t h e  
t r a i t  a s p e c t  o f  a n  i n t e r a c t i o n a l i s t  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n .  O n  t h e  l e f t - h a n d  s i d e  i s  
t h e  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n  t y p i c a l l y  u s e d  i n  C A T  ( e . g . ,  r e a d i n g  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  o r  
o v e r a l l  l a n g u a g e  p r o f i c i e n c y ) .  O n  t h e  r i g h t - h a n d  s i d e  i s  t h e  c o m p l e x  
p r o c e s s i n g  m o d e l  s u g g e s t e d  b y  r e a d i n g  r e s e a r c h .  B e r n h a r d t  s e e s  t h e  
d e f i n i t i o n s  a t  t h e  t w o  e n d s  o f  t h e  c o n t i n u u m  a s  c o n t r a d i c t o r y ,  p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h a t  
h e r  m o d e l  o f  L 2  r e a d i n g  i s  a  ' m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l '  a n d  ' m u l t i p a r a m e t e r '  o n e .  
S h e  r a i s e s  t h e  c o n c e r n  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  d e b a t e d  r e p e a t e d l y  ( e . g .  C a n a l e  1 9 8 6 ;  
H e n n i n g  1 9 9 2 ;  H e n n i n g  e t  a l .  1 9 8 5 )  a b o u t  L 2  C A T s :  ' A t  i s s u e  i s  . . .  h o w  [ t h e  
m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l  m o d e l ]  f i t s  w i t h  a s s e s s m e n t  m o d e l s  t h a t  a s s u m e  
u n i d i m e n s i o n a l i t y  o f  t h e  d a t a . '  ( p a g e  3 ) .  H o w e v e r ,  t h i s  c o n c e r n  r e s t s  o n  t h e  
a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  c o m p l e x  m o d e l s  p o s i t e d  b y  r e a d i n g  t h e o r y  s h o u l d  n e c e s s a r i l y  
b e  p r e s s e d  i n t o  s e r v i c e  a s  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n s  f o r  t e s t s .  T h i s  a s s u m p t i o n  
b y p a s s e s  a  c r i t i c a l  s t e p  i n  t e s t  d e s i g n :  d e f i n i n g  t h e  c o n s t r u c t  t h a t  t h e  t e s t  i s  
i n t e n d e d  t o  m e a s u r e .
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T h e  c o n t i n u u m  o f  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  t r a i t - t y p e  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n  
S t a t i c  m o d e l  i g n o r i n g  
c o m p o n e n t s  i d e n t i f i e d  
b y  t h e o r y  a n d  r e s e a r c h  
C o m p l e x  m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l  
p r o c e s s i n g  m o d e l  o f  
l a n g u a g e  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  
A  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n  r e q u i r e s  a  ' m e a n i n g f u l  a n d  u s e f u l '  w a y  o f  
i n t e r p r e t i n g  t e s t  p e r f o r m a n c e ,  b u t  w h a t  i s  m e a n i n g f u l  a n d  u s e f u l ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  
d e p e n d s  o n  w h o  i s  d o i n g  t h e  i n t e r p r e t i n g  a n d  w h a t  t h e y  c o n s i d e r  u s e f u l .  I n  t h e  
C A T  p r o j e c t s  r e p o r t e d  i n  t h i s  s e c t i o n ,  t h e  t e s t  u s e r s  w a n t e d  s i n g l e  s c o r e s .  E v e n  
t h e  f i v e  c o m p o n e n t  s c o r e s  t h a t  L a u r i e r  c o u l d  h a v e  i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  m e a n i n g f u l  
w e r e  n o t  s e e n  a s  u s e f u l  b y  t e s t  u s e r s  w h o  w a n t e d  s i m p l e  p l a c e m e n t  
i n f o r m a t i o n .  A s  l o n g  a s  t e s t  u s e r s  r e q u e s t  a  s i n g l e  s c o r e  r e p r e s e n t i n g  s t a t i c  
m o d e l s ,  i s  t h e r e  a n y  r o l e  f o r  t h e o r y  a n d  r e s e a r c h  o n  C A T s ?  
T h e r e  a r e  a t  l e a s t  t w o  a p p r o a c h e s  t o  b e g i n n i n g  t o  m o v e  f r o m  l e f t  t o  r i g h t  
a l o n g  t h e  c o n t i n u u m .  T h e  f i r s t ,  a s  G r a b e  a n d  L a r s o n  s u g g e s t ,  i s  t o  c o n s i d e r  
a l t e r n a t i v e  t e s t  u s e s  ( e . g .  d i a g n o s i s  v s .  p l a c e m e n t  t e s t i n g ) .  B y  s o  d o i n g ,  t e s t  
d e v e l o p e r s  a r e  w o r k i n g  f o r  a  d i f f e r e n t  s e t  o f  t e s t  u s e r s  ( i . e .  t e a c h e r s  a n d  
l e a r n e r s  v s .  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s )  w h o  m a y  b e  p r e p a r e d  t o  f i n d  m o r e  d e t a i l e d  
c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n s  m e a n i n g f u l  a n d  u s e f u l  b e c a u s e  u s e s  m i g h t  i n c l u d e  
p r o v i d i n g  e v i d e n c e  f o r  w h a t  n e e d s  t o  b e  t a u g h t  a n d  l e a r n e d .  S e c o n d ,  t h e  
c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n  s h o u l d  s e r v e  n o t  o n l y  t h e  a u d i e n c e  o f  t h e  t e s t  u s e r ,  b u t  
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also those who design, develop and investigate the validity of the test. If we 
think of a construct as needing to be useful for constructing item/task 
specifications for the test, there is a role for the greate:J; detail provided by 
theory and research on reading. If we think of a construct as useful for 
framing hypotheses about performance across types of items, there is a: need 
for theory and research on reading to inform construct definition. In short, the 
use of information provided by complex processing models of L2 reading 
needs to be selectively applied to developing the trait side of a construct 
definition (Nichols 1994). The application involves purposefully moving 
from the left toward the right on the continuum. Decisions about how far to 
move in constructing a more detailed construct definition need to be based on 
its 'meaningfulness and usefulness' in view of who will interpret the meaning 
and what use they will make of it. 
Including appropriate reading 'contexts' 
The context part of the interactionalist construct definition has a similarly 
large gap between current testing practice and theory in applied linguistics. In 
the continuum shown in Figure 8.7, the left side, 'no substantive theory', 
represents the current CAT approaches to construct definition. Influences on 
test performance believed to come from the testin,g~_QQ~l1ext are treated as 
error, called 'method effects' as McNamara points out in his discussion of 
method effects associated with live vs. taped oral interview test (page 144). 
From the trait perspective, 'method effects' are bad because they contaminate 
observed test performance with influences not associated with the trait 
construct. From the interactionalist perspective, however, 'method effects' 
can be good if they influence performance in the desired way. For example, . 
an interactionalist construct definition would define 'live interactive spoken 
conversation with a person' as a different construct from 'spoken 
"conversation" with a machine', and, as a consequence, would predict 
performance in the two settings to be different. 
Figure 8.7 
J 
The continuum of possibilities for inclusion of 'context' in constr_uct 
definition 
The interactionalist construct definition requires that the features of the 
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c o n t e x t  b e  i n c l u d e d  i n  t h e  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n  b e c a u s e  t h e  c o n t e x t  i s  
h y p o t h e s i z e d  t o  i n f l u e n c e  p e r f o r m a n c e .  T h i s  r e q u i r e m e n t ,  h o w e v e r ,  r a i s e s  a  
p r o b l e m  t h a t  i s  a n a l o g o u s  t o  t h e  o n e  d e s c r i b e d  a b o v e .  S o c i o l i n g u i s t s  w i l l  t e l l  
u s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  c o m p l e x  s e t  o f  s p e c i f i c  c o n t e x t  f e a t u r e s  w h i c h  i n f l u e n c e  
p e r f o r m a n c e  i n  a n y  g i v e n  s e t t i n g .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i f  o n e  w e r e  t o  d e f i n e  t h e  
c o m p l e t e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  c o n s t r u c t  m e a s u r e d  b y  t h e  s p o k e n  c o n v e r s a t i o n  t e s t ,  
o n e  w o u l d  i n c l u d e  t h e  s p e a k e r ' s  g o a l s ,  t o p i c s ,  p h y s i c a l  s e t t i n g ,  d u r a t i o n  o f  
t i m e ,  r o l e s  a n d  r e l a t i o n s h i p  r e l a t i v e  t o  t h e  i n t e r v i e w e r ,  i n t e r e s t  a n d  k n o w l e d g e  
a b o u t  t h e  t o p i c  a n d  t a s k ,  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  l a n g u a g e  i n  t h e  e v e n t ,  t h e  c h a n n e l  
( o r a l / w r i t t e n )  a n d  t h e  t i m e  p r e s s u r e  f o r  p r o d u c t i o n  a n d  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  ( e . g . ,  
P e r r e t t  1 9 9 0 ) .  I f  t h e  t e s t  d e s i g n e r  t a k e s  a  s o c i o l i n g u i s t ' s  a p p r o a c h ,  a t t e m p t i n g  
t o  n a m e  a l l  o f  t h e s e ,  t h e  r i s k  i s  a  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n  t h a t  i s  t o o  c o m p l e x  t o  b e  
m e a n i n g f u l  a n d  u s e f u l  t o  a n y o n e  b u t  a  s o c i o l i n g u i s t !  I n  l a n g u a g e  t e s t i n g ,  i t  i s  
n o t  u s e f u l  t o  a s s e s s  a b i l i t y  o n  a  c o n s t r u c t  t h a t  i s  d e f i n e d  s o  n a r r o w l y  t h a t  i t  
a p p l i e s  o n l y  t o  a b i l i t y  t o  c o m p l e t e  t h e  t e s t .  A b i l i t i e s  m e a s u r e d  b y  t e s t s  a r e  
u s e f u l  i f  t h e y  a r e  e x p e c t e d  t o  i n f l u e n c e  p e r f o r m a n c e  b e y o n d  t h e  t e s t - i n  a t  
l e a s t  s o m e  o t h e r  c o n t e x t s .  
I n  l a n g u a g e  t e a c h i n g  a n d  t e s t i n g ,  t h e  m o s t  p o p u l a r  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  e x p r e s s i n g  
' c o n t e x t '  t h r o u g h  e x c e s s i v e  n u m b e r s  o f  c o n t e x t u a l  f e a t u r e s  i s  t o  e v o k e  t h e  
f o l k  c o n c e p t  o f  ' a u t h e n t i c i t y ' .  M c N a m a r a  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e  u s e  o f  t h e  
a u t h e n t i c i t y  c o n c e p t  i n  h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  r e a d i n g  t e s t s  d e l i v e r e d  b y  c o m p u t e r :  
\  
T e x t  p r e s e n t a t i o n  a n d  h a n d l i n g  o n  c o m p u t e r  a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  c l u m s y  a n d  
i n a u t h e n t i c ,  a l t h o u g h  t h i s  i s  i m p r o v i n g  r a p i d l y  i n  t h e  a r e a  o f  s i m u l a t i o n  
o f  l a y o u t  a n d  t h e  i n c o r p o r a t i o n  o f  g r a p h i c s .  I n  t e r m s  o f  a u t h e n t i c i t y ,  
c o m p u t e r - a s s i s t e d  r e a d i n g  t a s k s  i n  f a c t  b e s t  s i m u l a t e  t h e  r e a d i n g  o f  
c o m p u t e r  t e x t ,  a  p e i f e c t l y  a u t h e n t i c  s k i l l  i n  i t s  o w n  r i g h t ,  b u t  n o t  t h e  
s a m e  s k i l l  a s  r e a d i n g  n o n - c o m p u t e r  t e x t .  ( p a g e  1 3 9 )  
S i m i l a r l y ,  B e r n h a r d t  c r i t i c i z e s  m a t e r i a l s  u s e d  i n  r e a d i n g  r e s e a r c h  o n  t h e  
b a s i s  o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  ' r e s e a r c h e r  g e n e r a t e d '  r a t h e r  t h a n  ' a u t h e n t i c ' .  
D e s p i t e  ! h e  e a s e  w i t h  w h i c h  t h e  t e r m  i s  u s e d ,  ' a u t h e n t i c i t y '  i s  a  r e l a t i v e  
c o n c e p t  ( a s  M c N a m a r a  p o i n t s  o u t ) ,  w h i c h  i t s e l f  i s  u n d e f i n e d  a n d  t h e r e f o r e  
d o e s  n o t  h e l p  i n  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n .  
A  m o r e  r e v e a l i n g  a p p r o a c h  i s  t h a t  i n i t i a t e d  i n  l a n g u a g e  t e s t i n g  b y  
B a c h m a n ' s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  ' t e s t  m e t h o d  f a c e t s '  t h a t  a r e  e x p e c t e d  t o  i n f l u e n c e  
t e s t  p e r f o r m a n c e  ( B a c h m a n  1 9 9 0 ) .  T h e  t e s t  m e t h o d  f a c e t s ,  o r  t e s t  t a s k  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  ( B a c h m a n  a n d  P a l m e r  1 9 9 6 ) ,  a r e  a  l i s t  o f  c o n t e x t u a l  f e a t u r e s  
t h a t  c a n  b e  u s e d  i n  a  f r a m e w o r k  f o r  t e s t  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  C A T  ( e . g .  C h a l h o u b -
D e v i l l e  e t  a l .  1 9 9 6 ) .  T h e y  c a n  a l s o  b e  u s e d  f o r  a n a l y s i s  o f  b o t h  t h e  t e s t i n g  
c o n t e x t  a n d  t h e  n o n - t e s t  s e t t i n g ,  t h e r e b y  p r o v i d i n g  a  b a s i s  f o r  d e f i n i n g  
a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  a  t e s t  r e l a t i v e  t o  a  n o n - t e s t  s e t t i n g  b e c a u s e  s p e c i f i c  f e a t u r e s  c a n  
b e  c o m p a r e d  a c r o s s  s e t t i n g s .  M o r e o v e r ,  t h e y  s e r v e  a s  h y p o t h e s e s  a b o u t  
f e a t u r e s  w h i c h  m a y  i n f l u e n c e  p e r f o r m a n c e  a n d  a r e  t h e r e f o r e  r e l e v a n t  t o  
1 6 1  
Carol Chapelle 
construct definition. For the purposes of construct definition, however, the 
many features of the test task characteristics should be placed toward the right 
end of the continuum: they may be too numerous to satisfy the need for a 
meaningful and useful definition. 
To find the middle ground between too much and no context for a construct 
definition, it is useful to examine the approaches taken by Dunkel in her CAT 
listening test, and by Kirsch and Mosenthal in the research described by 
McNamara. In each of these testing projects, the authors attempted to identify 
contextual factors that they thought would influence performance in a way-
that was relevant to the construct definition. Dunkel identified-in addition 
to the 'listener functions' that would be considered as part of the trait part of 
ability-two 'context' variables, length of input and type of option. The 
'length of input' had two levels: word or phrase and longer monok>gue or 
dialogue. The type of option could be a text choice, a graphic choice or one 
part of a graphic within a larger one. These variables of the test were expected 
to influence performance and therefore predictions of item difficulty were 
made on the basis of which variables were included in each item. 
Unfortunately, '[t]he analysis of variance showed the absence of a statistical 
relationship between the full item-writing model (i.e. the dimensions of the 
conceptual framework used to create the item bank) and the [observed] 
difficulty of the items ... allowing us to tentatively reject the notion that the 
conceptual framework is related to item difficulty' (page 105). One might also 
request a more explicit statement of how the selected context variables helped 
to define the construct measured. Nevertheless, this approach provides an 
example of how one might take a step to the right from the left end of the 
continuum. 
McNamara describes a progressive testing project that steps even further to 
the right on the continuum. Attempting to assess 'document literacy' of native 
speakers, Kirsch and Mosenthal (1988, 1990) work with a construct defined 
in part by the contextual features of purpose and document text- features. 
'Documents' refer to written materials such as forms, charts and labels, which 
one might read in order to subscribe to a magazine, find which bus to take, or 
determine the appropriate dosage of medicine, respectively. 'Task demands 
derive naturally from reading purpose, vary considerably from text to text and 
may be quite complex, reflecting authentic contexts for reading. Task difficulty 
is carefully defined by considering the combined characteristics of the 
stimulus and the task demand' (page 142). In this research, the defined 
variables were significant predictors of test difficulty, which means that these 
factors are the ones responsible for test takers' performance. Work remains to 
better understand how the purpose and text variables help to define the 
construct of document literacy, but this type of work makes important moves 
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C o n c l u s i o n  
M o d e m  a p p r o a c h e s  t o  l a n g u a g e  t e s t i n g  p r e s u m e  t h a t  d e s i g n i n g  L 2  t e s t s  
r e q u i r e s  i n p u t  f r o m  L 2  t h e o r y  a n d  r e s e a r c h .  H o w e v e r ,  w h e n  f a c e d  w i t h  
s p e c i f i c ,  p r a c t i c a l  t e s t i n g  p r o j e c t s ,  w e  o f t e n  f i n d  i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  
e x a c t l y  w h a t  k i n d  o f  i n p u t  i s  n e e d e d  a n d  w h a t  e f f e c t  i t  s h o u l d  h a v e  o n  t e s t  
d e s i g n  d e c i s i o n s .  T h e  t h e o r y  a n d  r e s e a r c h  o u t l i n e d  b y  G r a b e  a n d  B e r n h a r d t  d o  
n o t  t r a n s f e r  d i r e c t l y  t o  i s s u e s  i n  l a n g u a g e  t e s t i n g ;  i n s t e a d ,  t h e y  l a y  o u t  t h e  
t h e o r e t i c a l  i s s u e s  t h a t  m a y  i n f o r m  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  i n f e r e n c e s  m a d e  f r o m  t e s t  
p e r f o r m a n c e .  T h e  n e x t  f o u r  c h a p t e r s  i l l u s t r a t e  h o w  p r a c t i c a l  t e s t i n g  i s s u e s  
i n f l u e n c e  t h e  i n f e r e n c e s  t h a t  t h e y  m a k e  o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  t e s t  p e r f o r m a n c e .  I t  i s  
e s s e n t i a l  t o  e x a m i n e  b o t h  s i d e s  o f  t h e  t h e o r y - p r a c t i c e  d y a d  t o  b e g i n  t o  e x p l o r e  
t h e  m i d d l e  g r o u n d ,  a s  I  h a v e  a t t e m p t e d  t o  d o .  
N o t e s  
1 .  T h i s  o b s e r v a t i o n  a b o u t  t h e  m e c h a n i s m s  b y  w h i c h  c h a n g e  c a n  o c c u r  i s  
d e v e l o p e d  t h o r o u g h l y  b y  M a r k e e  ( 1 9 9 7 )  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  c u r r i c u l a r  c h a n g e .  
M a n y  o f  t h e  p o i n t s  a b o u t  t h e  r o l e  o f  a t t i t u d e s ,  p e r c e p t i o n s  a n d  i d e o l o g i e s  
i n  c l a s s r o o m  c h a n g e  a r e  e q u a l l y  r e l e v a n t  t o  t e s t i n g .  
2 .  I n  t h e  p a s t ,  o n e  m a y  n o t  h a v e  t h o u g h t  o f  i n t e n d e d  ' i m p a c t s '  a s  a  p a r t  o f  
t e s t  p u r p o s e ,  b u t  w e  h a v e  i n c l u d e d  i t  t o  s i g n i f y  t h a t  t e s t  d e v e l o p e r s  s h o u l d  
c o n s i d e r  i m p a c t s  a s  p a r t  o f  t e s t  d e s i g n .  A n  e x p l i c i t  s t a t e m e n t  o f  i m p a c t s  
p r o v i d e s  a  s t a r t i n g  p o i n t  f o r  s u b s e q u e n t  v a l i d a t i o n  w o r k  t h a t  i n c l u d e s  
a n a l y s i s  o f  c o n s e q u e n c e s ,  o r  ' w a s h b a c k '  .  
3 .  T h i s  i s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  p o i n t  w h i c h  i s  s o m e t i m e s  l o s t  i n  p a r t  d u e  t o  t h e  u s e  
o f  t h e  t e r m  ' d i r e c t '  f o r  s o m e  t e s t s .  B e c a u s e  t e s t  u s e r s  a r e  n o t  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  
t e s t  t a k e r s '  p e r f o r m a n c e  o n  t h e  t e s t  a l o n e ,  a l l  t e s t s  a r e  i n d i r e c t  ( B a c h m a n  
1 9 9 0 ) .  P e r f o r m a n c e  o n  t h e  t e s t  i s  u s e d  a s  a n  i n d i c a t o r  o f  a b i l i t y  ( w h i c h  i s  
b e l i e v e d  t o  a f f e c t  s u b s e q u e n t  p e r f o r m a n c e )  o r  o f  s u b s e q u e n t  p e r f o r m a n c e .  
4 .  T h e  f a c t  t h a t  c o n s t r u c t s  c a n  b e  d e f i n e d  i n  a  n u m b e r  o f  d i f f e r e n t  w a y s  i s  
i m p o r t a n t  f o r  t e s t  d e s i g n  ( C h a p e l l e  f o r t h c o m i n g ) .  I f  a  t e s t ' s  p u r p o s e  i s  t o  
m a k e  i n f e r e n c e s  a b o u t  a  g e n e r a l  c o n s t r u c t  s u c h  a s  r e a d i n g  c o m p r e h e n s i o n ,  
l a n g u a g e  p r o f i c i e n c y  o r  c o m m u n i c a t i v e  c o m p e t e n c e ,  t e s t  d e s i g n  m u s t ,  f o r  
e x a m p l e ,  s p e c i f y  t h a t  t a s k s  b e  s e l e c t e d  s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  f r o m  a  b r o a d  d o m a i n  
o f  p o s s i b l e  t a s k s .  O n  a  t e s t  o f  g e n e r a l  r e a d i n g  c o m p r e h e n s i o n ,  t e s t  d e s i g n  
m i g h t  s p e c i f y  t h a t  t h e  i n p u t  f o r  r e a d i n g  t a s k s  b e  d r a w n  f r o m  a  v a r i e t y  o f  
s o u r c e s  s u c h  a s  n e w s p a p e r s ,  m a g a z i n e s ,  a d v e r t i s e m e n t s ,  l e t t e r s  a n d  s t o r i e s .  
5 .  T h e  i n t e r a c t i o n a l i s t  c o n s t r u c t  d e f i n i t i o n  i s  a l s o  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  
p e r s p e c t i v e s  t a k e n  b y  s o m e  S L A  r e s e a r c h e r s  w h o  f i n d  t h a t  c o g n i t i v e  
t h e o r i e s  o f  S L A  f a l l  s h o r t  i n  t h e i r  t r e a t m e n t  o f  t h e  i n t e r p l a y  b e t w e e n  
c o n t e x t u a l  f a c t o r s  a n d  a b i l i t y  ( e . g .  Y o u n g  1 9 8 9 ;  T a r o n e  1 9 8 8 ;  E l l i s  1 9 8 9 ) .  
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6. See Snow and Lohman (1989) for a thorough discussion of the difference 
between the types of 'models' used in educational measurement and in 
psychology. 
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